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“Roots Run Deep Here”: The Construction
of Black New Orleans in Post-Katrina
Tourism Narratives
Lynnell L. Thomas

A

s a native New Orleanian, I have witnessed firsthand how writers,
tourism promoters, and visitors to New Orleans have collectively cre
ated and perpetuated stories of New Orleans as exotic, dangerous, and
unique—characterizations that are inextricably linked to racial mythologies
about the city’s black population. Throughout the twentieth century—in
response to national trends in the emergence of modern tourism and local
economic imperatives—these stories of New Orleans have concretized into a
predominant tourism narrative, one that exalts the city’s European heritage
at the expense of its African one, that sentimentalizes slavery, and that ultimately sustains and propagates a racialized image of the city that diminishes
and distorts African American history and culture.1 This narrative reflects and
reaffirms New Orleans’s position as an abiding site of racial exoticism in the
national imagination. The emergence of a potentially new tourism narrative
in the wake of Hurricane Katrina offers a unique and important vantage
point from which to study the challenges, constraints, and possibilities of
representing race, as well as the social and political consequences of these
representations.
Further, this article fills a gap between the studies of New Orleans that focus
primarily on the constructions of blackness in the wake of Hurricane Katrina
without examining the role of tourism and those that examine tourism in New
Orleans without a sustained analysis of the ways that blackness is represented.2
By contrast, this study foregrounds the construction of blackness in the creation of and contestation over the image and idea of New Orleans promoted
since Hurricane Katrina, and makes the case that race is imbricated in every
aspect of New Orleans tourism. The number and range of tours and tourism
messages contributing to this racialization calls for, not simply an analysis of
a single tour or tour company, but a reexamination of New Orleans tourism
as a whole. In documenting some of the underanalyzed social costs of creating, perpetuating, and attempting to resist New Orleans tourism narratives,
©2009 The American Studies Association

749

750 | American Quarterly

this article bridges cultural studies scholarship on hegemonic discourses and
representation and historical analyses of events and their real-life consequences
to offer a fuller, more accurate analysis of the racialization process as it is being constructed.
What is at stake in this battle over the historical memory of Hurricane
Katrina is the very future of black New Orleans and its place in the nation.
In describing the process of national healing following the trauma of the Civil
War, historian David Blight contends that “how people . . . would come to
define and commemorate that tragedy, where they would find heroism and
villainy, and how they would decide what was lost and what was won, would
have a great deal to do with determining the character of the new society that
they were to build.”3 Likewise, at a time when the rebuilding of New Orleans
is uneven and incomplete, how we come to remember and forget the tragedy
of Hurricane Katrina has far-reaching political and social implications, particularly for racial justice.4 In a number of case studies, including recent work
on New Orleans tourism, scholars have shown the powerful role of tourism
in shaping the economy, public policy, and images in the popular imagination. As we witnessed following the hurricane, black New Orleanians’ fates
are precariously tied to the city’s service economy; criminal justice, education,
and housing policies; and media representations. Yet, any analysis of a nascent
post-Katrina tourism narrative must first take into consideration what narratives are being supplanted.
On the Eve of the Storm: Post–Civil Rights Narratives of Desire and
Disaster
The predominant pre-Katrina New Orleans tourism narrative represented
black culture to tourists through two distinct but intersecting frames: desire
and disaster. On the one hand, tourists were encouraged to think that they
were experiencing and celebrating black culture by eating Creole cuisine,
listening to jazz music, and sharing in anecdotes of quadroon balls and secret
voodoo rites. On the other hand, tourists were directed to adopt the white
supremacist memory of slavery and black culture that views the Old South with
a sense of loss and nostalgia. In effect, the city’s promotion of black cultural
consumption produced a “desire” for “blackness” at the same time that this
“blackness” was used to signify the “disaster” of black emancipation and desegregation. New Orleans pre-Katrina tourism, then, was part of the historically
paradoxical construction of blackness that acknowledges and celebrates black
cultural contributions while simultaneously insisting upon black social and
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cultural inferiority and indicting African Americans for perceived postbellum
and post-civil-rights-era social ills of poverty, crime, immorality, educational
inadequacy, and political corruption.5 These competing impulses of desire
and disaster facilitated the symbolic continuance of slavery as appropriation
of black labor and denial of black history and agency.
In New Orleans’s predominant tourism narrative, this dynamic was exemplified by the modernizing of slave quarters into trendy restaurants, hotels, and
tourist sites; the proliferation of racially stereotypical images and merchandise
on display in tourist shops; and the omnipresence of African Americans in
the service industry, whose performance of “happy servitude” is mandated
by the conventions of the local tourist economy.6 In each case, tourists were
signaled to consume or gaze upon black culture, without the uncomfortable
acknowledgment of the history of slavery or its persistent legacy of racial and
class inequality. New Orleans tourists, then, became acquainted with a representation of blackness that left the actual black New Orleans invisible.
One way that the tourism narrative achieved this duality was by limiting
its historical focus to the colonial and antebellum periods and by focusing exclusively on the purportedly exceptional race relations that distinguished New
Orleans from the rest of the slaveholding south. The emphasis on selected features of these eras—such as European cultural influences, the relative freedom
of New Orleans’s black population, the city’s laissez faire attitudes regarding
race, the social sanctioning of interracial unions, and a large population of
free blacks—lent itself to the construction of New Orleans as benefiting from
the most liberal and refined elements of southern culture while abdicating its
most brutal, inhumane, and inegalitarian features.7 A dearth of mainstream
tours that depict Reconstruction or civil rights history and their attendant
bitter struggles for racial justice meant that the prevailing romantic, idyllic
narrative of racial harmony and equality went unchallenged.
One might have expected to find such a challenge in the more recent development of multicultural tourism that attempted to represent African American
culture and history. After all, multicultural tourism followed the trends of the
1960s heritage industry and its populist interest in recovering the past. The
central tenets of the new industry included making history more accessible
to common experience and popular memory, sustaining a multiethnic vision
of the future, and creating a more pluralist portrayal of the past.8 Yet, unlike
other heritage movements that arose out of the uncertainties and seeming
dislocation associated with postmodernism, the black heritage industry took
root during the modern-day civil rights and Black Power movements. These
movements marked a period of renewed optimism and possibility, when Af-
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rican Americans gained some control in and over the institutions that could
validate their own narratives, histories, and memories.9
In 1960s New Orleans, African Americans—through local and national
political and civic organizations—organized at the grassroots level, litigated
for desegregation, forged coalitions, engaged in direct action protests, agitated
for economic opportunities, and slowly wielded their hard-won bargaining
power to wrest concessions from the previously whites-only tourism industry.
The crux of this bargaining power stemmed from the activists’ recognition of
their ability to hurt New Orleans’s tourist image and disrupt the tourist trade.
As historian Adam Fairclough asserts, African Americans’ strategy of “bluff
and brinkmanship” relied on the understanding that “the city’s dependence
on tourism made white businessmen in New Orleans peculiarly sensitive to
the threat of disruption.”10 African American activists had learned to adopt
“a rhetoric of tourism” to fight for civil rights and would eventually employ
this same rhetoric to gain entry into the tourism industry itself.11
Increasingly by the mid-1980s, New Orleans tour owners, guides, and
promoters began responding to post–civil rights movement demands by
black New Orleanians for a stake in the burgeoning tourist industry and for
stories that reflected the complexity and contributions of New Orleans black
culture. About the same time that New Orleans turned almost exclusively to
tourism to alleviate the problems of economic crisis following the oil bust
and urban blight, the nation was experiencing an exponential rise of black
heritage tourism and increased marketing of African Americans’ historical
past by mainstream institutions.12 In New Orleans, the creation of the Louisiana Black Culture Commission in 1984, the New Orleans Black Tourism
Network in 1990 (renamed the New Orleans Multicultural Tourism Network
in 1999), the multicultural branch of the Louisiana Office of Tourism in
1996, and even mainstream tours “celebrating” racial and cultural diversity,
attempted to meet demands for a more inclusive, authentic representation of
the city’s African-American past and provide opportunities for an economically viable future.
However, the inclusion of African Americans in the tourism industry
came at a cost. The new attention to multicultural New Orleans further
entrenched the predominant tourism narrative of racial desire and disaster
for three primary reasons. First, although the late twentieth-century tourism
narrative often referenced and even staged black history and cultural productions, such as traditional jazz performances, second line parades, and voodoo
ceremonies, tourism promoters did so primarily by exploiting and commodifying black culture to suit mostly white visitors’ expectations. Wrenched from
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their cultural and community contexts, these static “performances” of black
culture were physically and symbolically removed from local neighborhoods
and living traditions characterized by resistance, survival, and innovation.13
By dissociating the city and its history from national and regional patterns
of racial discrimination, violence, and black struggles for liberation, New
Orleans’s construction as a multicultural city reinforced the idea that racism
in the historic and contemporary city was either nonexistent or aberrant.14
Secondly, because predominantly poor and working-class African Americans had few employment options outside of the low-paying service industry, they were compelled by economic necessity to conform to these tourist
performances that distorted and trivialized black history and culture. Many
African-American performers, tour guides, and service industry employees
found themselves in the same position as the brass bands identified by J. Mark
Souther, who “took advantage of the economic benefits of grafting themselves
onto the local tourist trade,” while simultaneously leveling incisive, if not
sweeping, critiques of hegemonic discourses.15 For instance, some African
Americans developed their own black heritage tours or subtly revised mainstream tours to craft counternarratives to the city’s racialized mythology. In
these tours, they incorporated histories of slave uprisings, black entrepreneurship, civil rights milestones, and African-American educational, political, and
cultural institutions. Yet, they faced systemic and institutional obstacles to
financing and marketing their own black heritage tours in a city that exalted
its European heritage over its African one.16
The final reason, then, that these critiques did not supplant the predominant tourism narrative is that they could not successfully compete against
the mainstream tourism industry. An imbalance of resources, marketing, and
industry support relegated most black heritage sites and tours to the periphery
of the city’s tourism industry.17 In the post–civil rights era, white tourists’
black cultural consumption substituted for the much more difficult and
abnegating task of sustained antiracist work to create economic, educational,
and environmental parity for the black residents of the city. Hence, on the
eve of Hurricane Katrina, the predominant historical and thematic tourism
narrative about New Orleans had so effaced the lived experiences of the city’s
black community that this community was effectively rendered invisible to the
rest of the nation. It took the catastrophic destruction of Hurricane Katrina
to lay bare the city’s long history of racial and class disparities.
Hurricane Katrina also exposed the devastating toll of the city’s racialized
tourism narrative on black New Orleanians and our prospects for rescue and
rebuilding. Media coverage of the storm and subsequent policy debates about
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storm survivors often eerily simulated the pre-Katrina tourism narrative. An
emphasis on safeguarding the French Quarter and other tourism spaces to
the exclusion of black neighborhoods; the reckless spread of rumors about
black lawlessness and inhumanity that brought rescue efforts to a halt; and the
inadequate, and often reluctant, dispersal of resources to the most vulnerable
communities, all relied on static, stereotypical constructions of the city’s black
population popularized by the city’s tourism narrative.18 Nevertheless, Hurricane Katrina also thrust the images and stories of black New Orleanians into
the national imagination, forcing past and potential New Orleans tourists to
confront a black New Orleans that existed outside the tourist construction. As
a result, post-Katrina tourists now expect and even seek out different stories of
the city that help them to make sense of the devastation and tragedy and that
incorporate alternative images and ideas—African Americans, Lower Ninth
Ward, poverty, racism—that have become a part of the national discourse
about New Orleans. At this very moment, a new dominant tourism narrative
is being created and revised in response to—and as a way to profit from—
these different expectations. In the following sections, I analyze this emergent
narrative through participant-observation of six different post-Katrina bus
or van tours and close readings of Web sites, tourist sites, and promotional
materials following the storm.19
In the Wake of the Storm: Post-Katrina Narratives of Forgetting
In the years following Hurricane Katrina, the tourism industry has redoubled
efforts to regain visitors lost after the storm with a series of new initiatives
and ad campaigns.20 Often these efforts are directed at shielding visitors
from post-Katrina realities. In various ways, tourists are prompted to replace
uncomfortable associations of New Orleans with black poverty, residential
segregation, or African-American unrest with pre-Katrina tropes of racial
harmony and tourist-sanctioned performances of blackness.
One example is the 2007 ad campaign “Fall in Love with New Orleans
All Over Again.” The brainchild of the New Orleans Tourism Marketing
Corporation, the campaign tries to create or rekindle fonder, more innocent
recollections of New Orleans, free from the troublesome images of a forsaken
black community that predominated in the storm’s aftermath. This campaign
suggests, in fact, that instead of destroying New Orleans’s vibrant culture and
community, Hurricane Katrina may have enhanced it. In the 2007 Official
Visitors Guide to New Orleans, an interracial group of celebrities with New
Orleans ties contend that “the food seems to taste better. The music sounds
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more exuberant. The art and ambience feel more poignant.”21 The presentation
of an interracial coalition around New Orleans food, music, art, and ambience jarred with the contemporaneous political battles over rebuilding and
economic recovery along racial and class lines.22 In other words, by emphasizing the shared values of all New Orleanians, irrespective of ongoing race and
class disparities, the 2007 advertising campaign approximates the “Becoming
Americans” theme at Colonial Williamsburg. While acknowledging the balanced presentation of blacks and whites, Richard Handler and Eric Gable
concur that Williamsburg “tends to downplay the hierarchical relationship
(white over black) of the two groups in favor of a type of benign multiculturalism in which group differences are all similar and therefore unthreatening.”23
In New Orleans, the reality of systemic racial and class inequality threatens
the racial fantasy that propels the city’s tourist image.
The New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau has responded by
encouraging tourists to return literally and imaginatively to the fantasy of
pre-Katrina New Orleans. A year after the storm, its Web site reassured potential tourists that
The most celebrated and historic core of the city—including the Faubourg Marigny, French
Quarter, Central Business District, Warehouse and Arts District, Magazine Street, Garden
District, Audubon Park and Zoo, and St. Charles Avenue—not only remains intact, both
physically and spiritually, but is thriving. The cultural riches, sensual indulgences, and
unparalleled service that define the New Orleans experience continue to flourish, as they
have for centuries. We are open, fully prepared, and eager to welcome all of our visitors
again.24

This statement, since adopted by countless vendors and travel sites, evokes the
tension between desire and disaster characterizing the pre-Katrina narrative.
The description omits New Orleans’s significant black historical sites as well
as its contemporary black communities and our ongoing struggle for survival.
The predominantly black neighborhoods of the city that are not “intact,” one
may assume, are presented as disaster zones, safely removed from the predominantly white, elite “historic core of the city.” Although African-American
neighborhoods are absent from this core, African Americans themselves can be
viewed as providing the “cultural riches, sensual indulgences and unparalleled
service” that distinguished New Orleans tourist economy. This construction
of Afro-Creole culture has not changed substantively from the tourist image
of the mid-twentieth century, when, as J. Mark Souther describes it, “white
promoters cast blacks merely as supporting actors who furnished service and
amusement in a tourist-oriented tableau.”25
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Another example of the tenacity of this narrative is the promotion of the
Forest Products Machinery and Equipment Exposition, to be held in New
Orleans in 2009. The marketing of the exposition relies on a subtext of desire
for black tourist culture and service, while conflating real African Americans
with disaster. Its Web site enjoins: “Forget the images of streets swamped by
Hurricane Katrina. New Orleans has worked 24/7 to restore its ability to host
conventions and exhibitions in a way no city can duplicate. And this famous
Southern city—known for its food, music and hospitality—is ready to host
EXPO 2009.”26 The EXPO’s reassurance demands the willful forgetting of
the natural and man-made disasters that devastated New Orleans and its most
vulnerable communities. Joseph Roach’s conception of culture as a process of
both memory and forgetting suggests that the EXPO’s appeal to conventioneers
is part of a larger performance by which “improvised narratives of authenticity
and priority may congeal into full-blown myths of legitimacy and origin.”
Often in the face of calamity, Roach continues, “selective memory requires
public enactments of forgetting, either to blur the obvious discontinuities,
misalliances, and ruptures or, more desperately, to exaggerate them in order
to mystify a previous Golden Age, now lapsed.”27 Tellingly, the EXPO’s return
to a pre-Katrina tourism narrative requires the erasure of black New Orleans,
except insofar as blackness is used to perform, through the “food, music, and
hospitality,” a romantic mythology of the antebellum south, landscaped with
cooking, dancing, singing, and serving black stereotypes.28
In the Wake of the Storm: Post-Katrina Narratives of Rememory
Not all post-Katrina tourism, however, so unambiguously asks tourists to
ignore “the streets swamped by Hurricane Katrina” or those people who
lived and worked on those streets. Some tours mandate that visitors come
face-to-face with post-Katrina New Orleans and the histories and memories
of a painful past. Unlike the narratives of forgetting, these tourism narratives
conjure up the literary conceptualization of “rememory,” whereby communal
healing depends upon the “re-membering of a dis-membered past.”29 The rapid
development of bus and van tours conveying visitors from the French Quarter
directly to the most ravaged hurricane sites, and the international controversy
that they created, responded to and generated interest in a different type of
New Orleans tourism.30
Although Gray Line Tours’ “Hurricane Katrina: ‘America’s Greatest Catastrophe’” may have garnered the most attention, it is not the only, or even the
first, company to participate in the post-Katrina repackaging of tourist New
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Orleans.31 In fact, by 2007, just about every tour company, across a broad
spectrum of tourism genres, offered some type of Hurricane Katrina–related
tour, including but not limited to Airboat Adventures Swamp Tours, Cajun
Encounters, and Old River Road Plantation Adventure. Most tour companies
have incorporated a post-Katrina narrative into a conventional, preexisting
three-hour city tour format. In the standard pre-Katrina city tour, tour guides
would narrate the history of the city, identify historic neighborhoods and
architecture, interpret New Orleans customs and traditions, and describe
unique features of the city’s physical and cultural geography as they drove
through the French Quarter, Faubourg Marigny, Lakeview, Central Business
District, and Garden District. Yet, whereas pre-Katrina city tours strategically circumnavigated the city to avoid most historically and predominantly
African-American neighborhoods, post-Katrina tours consistently remap
tourist New Orleans to include African-American spaces in the Upper and
Lower Ninth wards, parts of New Orleans East and Gentilly, and the Tremé.
At the very least, this spatial rerouting of the tourist map forces visitors to
physically and psychically confront both the presence and absence of African
Americans in the city.
Most apparent is the new imperative to identify and describe communities outside of tourist New Orleans. Tour guides have responded by stressing
the commonalities between New Orleans’s black communities and the rest
of the—that is, white—city and nation. They point out sites such as Congo
Square, Louis Armstrong’s childhood neighborhood, the Zulu Social Aid and
Pleasure Club headquarters, and other African-American lieux de mémoire
that were unacknowledged before Hurricane Katrina.32 In respect to AfricanAmerican literary sites of memory, author Melvin Dixon argues that these
locales are used “not only to evoke a sense of place but, more importantly, to
enlarge the frame of cultural reference for the depiction of black experiences
by anchoring that experience in memory—a memory that ultimately rewrites
history.”33 As part of this rewriting of history, tour guides emphasize that the
Tremé and Ninth wards are old, historic neighborhoods, implicitly increasing
their value in a city that pays especial homage to the past. Most tour guides
refute the media representations of black criminality and destitution with
counternarratives of Ninth Ward homeowners, public housing residents who
were unjustly prohibited from retrieving belongings from structurally sound
units, and upper- and middle-income neighborhoods devastated by the storm.
One tour guide’s indictment, “We were done in by an act of man,” typifies
the post-Katrina narrative’s shifting of blame from the victims of the storm to
the government authorities and private corporations—particularly the Corps
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of Engineers, the Road Home grant program, and insurance companies—
who had violated the public trust.34 A recurring theme is that Katrina hit all
classes and races of New Orleans and that the dismal recovery efforts did not
reflect the character of the people—or more specifically the deviance of black
people—but the failures of political and business authorities.
Despite being more inclusive of black spaces and stories, the post-Katrina
narrative often places black communities within the preexisting framework
of New Orleans racial exceptionalism. The idea that all black and white New
Orleanians are unified and undifferentiated in their pre- and post-Katrina
struggles obscures a history of racial and class inequalities and denies the
persistent role of race and racism in post-Katrina policies. Robert C. Lieberman explains the contradictions inherent in such notions of a “color blind”
society:
Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath constitute, in effect, a metaphor for the deep tension
between color-blind and race-conscious models of politics and policy that has been one of
the central defining themes of U.S. political culture, dating back to the founding of the
American republic and even before. On the one hand, American politics is founded on the
basis of a set of egalitarian liberal principles, which imply that race, like any other ascriptive
category of social relations, should be irrelevant to public life and that the racial distinctions that often structure public life, for whatever purpose, are anomalous or invalid. On
the other hand, even a cursory glance at U.S. history reveals that color blindness has more
often been the exception than the rule and suggests that racial hierarchy and inequality are
central to American political development.35

This illogic of a color-blind society extends to issues of class, as well. One
tour guide went so far as to proclaim, “We don’t have poverty,” despite the
fact that a third of the city’s black population lived below the poverty line
before Katrina. Since Katrina, a lack of affordable housing and stalemates
with insurance companies and the Road Home housing recovery program
have contributed to a 100 percent increase in homelessness (fig. 1).36 If the
idea of a color-blind society obscures New Orleans racial hierarchy, the corollary construction of the “white savior” glorifies this hierarchy. In general, the
New Orleans post-Katrina narrative presents African Americans as victims
awaiting the action and expertise of whites to intervene on their behalf. Tour
guides often invoke this trope when presenting Musician’s Village, the Habitat
for Humanity musician-themed community in the Upper Ninth Ward, or
Brad Pitt’s Make It Right Foundation and its architectural innovations in the
Lower Ninth Ward. Stories heralding the racial, economic, human rights,
and environmental justice activism of local grassroots organizations, cultural
centers, and religious institutions go untold.37
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Still, it is not difficult to find examples of African-American agency in the
post-Katrina narrative. One tour company makes its restroom stop at Stewart’s
Diner, a black-owned restaurant in the Ninth Ward whose owners generously
answer tourists’ questions and share photographs of President Bush’s visit to
the restaurant and their family’s subsequent visit to the White House, as his
guests.38 The displayed photographs of a smiling president and Mrs. Bush,
mayor Ray Nagin, and the Stewart family and employees, coupled with the
renaming of the Monday red beans and rice dinner “the president’s special”
in honor of Bush’s 2006 visit, did garner more positive press for the president
after his abysmal response immediately following the hurricane. Yet, co-owner
Kim Stewart, while unexpectedly charmed by the president and his real-life
persona, says she plans to hold him accountable for his promises that “help
is on the way, that he is working to make sure it goes into the right hands.”39
More important, perhaps, is the Stewart family’s implicit incrimination of
the Bush administration and its failure to provide assistance to her family or
community even two years after the storm. Before the lunch hour rush, Kim
Stewart gives sole credit for the reopening of the restaurant and the ongoing
rebuilding of neighborhood homes and businesses to the generosity of family
and friends. Her acknowledgment exposes the lack of accountability by government agencies and private insurers and, in turn, testifies to the resilience
and resolve of New Orleans’s black community.
Even when tourists are not given the opportunity to talk to black residents,
the tours provide other, sometimes unintentional, occasions to witness the
city’s black presence and participation. Along the revised routes, tour buses
drive past pre-Katrina murals and post-Katrina memorials depicting black life
and loss throughout the city’s history. Cultural anthropologist Helen Regis
reminds us that these indicators of a once vibrant black community “express
a critical moral consciousness” that questions or challenges powerful institutions and narratives.40 On the post-Katrina bus tours, tourists are confronted
by the literal signs of this challenge that are brought into relief against the
background of the topographical and tourist landscapes. A sign in front of
the St. Bernard Housing Project, “The People Must Decide,” unsuccessfully
protested the demolition of that public housing complex. Another sign in the
Lower Ninth Ward, “We want our country to love us as much as we love it,”
resisted the designation of evacuees as refugees and silently claimed citizenship
for those who had been displaced by the storm and government negligence.
Similarly, the sign “Roots Run Deep Here,” posted on a house in the Lower
Ninth Ward, attested to a history and community in New Orleans not often
acknowledged in popular narratives about the city (fig. 2).
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Nevertheless, there is no denying that the absence of African Americans is
conspicuous on these tours. At the time that I took them, two years after the
storm (and as subsequent visits have revealed), the drive through predominantly black neighborhoods was often a drive through a scarred landscape of
razed houses, dilapidated structures, piles of debris, and impassable streets and
sidewalks overtaken by weeds and decaying trees (fig. 3). Only occasionally
did we see even paltry signs of life or rebuilding. One Gray Line tour guide,
referring to New Orleans East, said matter-of-factly, “I don’t think much is
going to come back here. I think it’s just going to go away.”41 Other tour
guides intimated as much for portions of the Lower Ninth Ward and Gentilly.
Still, even the absence of black residents and recovery in black neighborhoods
eerily and powerfully critiques the exclusion of African Americans from the
rebuilding efforts in New Orleans and from the
Figure 1.
local and national narratives that precipitated
In December 2007, city officials
that exclusion. In her justification for not inremoved a homeless community from
City Hall’s Duncan Plaza and erected cluding the voices of poor women in her study
fences for supposed construction of Puerto Rican women and U.S. colonialism,
projects. Photo courtesy of author.
Laura Briggs admits that “silent subalterns are
troubling, and should be; they haunt texts as
the victims of violence, the bad conscience of imperialism and racism.”42 In a
similar way, New Orleans’s African-American population, disproportionately
displaced since the storm, continue to indict the city and the nation.
After the Katrina Tour: Narratives of New Orleans’s Future?
No sooner is this indictment made than most tours complete the “Katrina
portion of the tour” and head uptown to the palatial mansions of the Garden District.43 The visual and thematic transition between neighborhoods is
abrupt and usually unacknowledged.44 The journey along St. Charles Avenue
lacks any social history or commentary and apparently does not deviate from
pre-Katrina tours of the area. As tour guides point out marble stairways, Grecian columns, and Victorian cottages, the tour catapults passengers back to a
period preserved in time that, according to one guide, is bound by the years
1803 to 1848. The guide’s pronouncement that “the whole city’s a museum”
accurately reflects the tourism industry’s enshrinement of a racialized fantasy.45
The retreat into the sanctity of the antebellum white city from the trauma of
the abandoned black city signifies a retreat from the difficulty of redressing
racism into the security of a white mythical past. Even when tour guides refer
to the present during this portion of the tour, they do so often to promote the
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frivolity and joie de vivre so closely associated with
the city. One tour guide plays Benny Grunch’s
song “There Ain’t No Place to Pee on Mardi Gras
Day.” Another hands out Mardi Gras beads to
passengers.46 Before passengers disembark, tour
guides thank them profusely for taking the tour, visiting the city, and helping to support the economy. Their assurances “Thank God y’all are coming,”
“Every penny spent helps recovery,” and tourists “cannot do more than just
being here” indicate a continued reliance on tourism or, as Souther rightly
argues, “the very economic development strategy that magnified the social
disaster of Katrina.”47 This reliance on tourism mitigates against an overhaul
of predominant tourism narratives or other challenges to the status quo.
What results is an uneven, inconsistent construction of black New Orleans.
By foregrounding disaster, most post-Katrina bus tours have been forced to
acknowledge another New Orleans—outside the tourist boundaries, primarily
black, often poor, and still largely neglected by their city and government.
Tourism brochures and advertisements, on the other hand, fail to relinquish
(and encourage tourists to recall) the myths of racial exoticism and white
supremacist desire for a construction of blacks as artistically talented but
Figure 2.

“Roots Run Deep Here” hints at
the family and community history
of this Ninth Ward home. Photo
courtesy of author.
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socially inferior. In the midst of this tension is
the constant exuberant reassurance that the city
that tourists love, that is, the white-dominated,
“historic”, and exotic New Orleans, has not
been damaged and is better than ever. In
scripted and unscripted ways, New Orleans’s emerging post-Katrina tourism
vacillates between conventional narratives of white southern mythology and
more recent narratives of black history and agency. Even the post-Katrina bus
tours, which physically leave behind the “Disneyfied” stability of tourist New
Orleans, exhibit this uncertainty.48 Mimicking their movement between the
revitalized French Quarter and the ruins of the Ninth Ward, these tours ambivalently express both that the city has recovered from the storm intact, ready
to do business as usual and that New Orleans and its residents, particularly
its black population, continue to languish from neglect and abandonment. In
most tours, the pre-Katrina narrative of racial desire rests uneasily alongside
an emerging post-Katrina counternarrative of racial disaster.
As these post-Katrina tours shift focus to “rebirth” and “recovery,” I am
left to wonder if the incipient moment of an alternative tourism has passed.
The space—however limited—for African-American stories and histories

Figure 3.

Two years after Hurricane Katrina,
many neighborhoods, such as this one
in the lower Ninth Ward, were still
destroyed. Photo courtesy of author.
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of resistance to vie with, or perhaps overtake, mainstream constructions
of blackness is rapidly diminishing. One need only compare the brochures
for the 2007 and 2008 Tours by Isabelle to see the tenacity of pre-Katrina
narratives. The 2007 brochure cover presents a split image of New Orleans,
exemplified by the juxtaposition of two unrelated images depicting two of
the company’s tours. The top half of the cover features a photograph of
company owner Isabelle Cossart costumed as a southern belle against the
backdrop of the palatial Oak Alley plantation. Her photograph is captioned
by the company motto “We’ll make you fall in love with Louisiana!”49 This
visual introduction to the company’s plantation tours clearly links the appeal
of Louisiana for white tourists to the staging of antebellum romance. Visitors
are promised a “pilgrimage back in time” that will presumably transport them
to an era in which the opulence and grandeur represented in the photograph
were sustained by the subjugation and exploitation of black Louisianans.50
The bottom half of the cover, however, promotes the company’s “Post-Katrina
and City Tour.” A meteorological representation of the eye of the storm as
it made landfall in Louisiana directs the eye to the photograph below of an
actual dilapidated house, seemingly imploded by the storm surge. Above the
photograph, the imperative “Witness post-Katrina devastation” demands that
potential tourists face the harsh realities of contemporary Louisiana, thereby
offering an unintended rejoinder to the antebellum mythology depicted by
the costumed Cossart.51
These competing images visually replicate the competing narratives that
tour companies and tourists negotiated in the first two years following Hurricane Katrina. Though eluding an easy resolution, their opposition pointed
to the possibility of a tourism narrative in flux. That the two photographs vied
for the same tourists suggested that there may have been an opening—even
in the mainstream tourism narrative—for alternative voices and visions of the
region. Although Tours by Isabelle continues to offer its “Post-Katrina City
Tour,” the 2008 cover has reverted exclusively to the plantation imagery. The
photograph of the costumed Cossart beneath a canopy of oak trees that frame
the Big House now fills the entire cover of the brochure, a sign perhaps that
the post-Katrina narrative of disaster has been subsumed by the pre-Katrina
narrative of desire.52 If so, an opportunity has been lost to understand who
black New Orleanians are, what we have contributed to the city, and what
we might need now.
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